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(57) Abstract- A reiums processing .system (500) includes a web server (512) through which customers (1 10) request returns and 
orovide infomiaiion as to the condition of the product. Ba.wd at least upon the condition of the produa indicated by the customer, 
the cusiom(^ is insirucicd lo ship ihe product to one of: a returns processing ccnier (400) for further inspection, a retailer (100) for 
restocking the manufacturer (12) or vendor (122), a liquidator (130). or a trash service. Indicated product condiiton informauon 
is assiKiatcd with the cu.siomcr in a database (522). Upon receipt of the product, the product condition is observed and assixriated 
with the customer An accuracy score for information provided by each customer is determined based upon the correlation between 
the provided product condition information and the observed product condition information for each product. The accuracy score is 
used in determining whea* to have the custon^r ship subsequent pnnJucts to be returned 
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Background of the Invention 

Field of the invention 

5 This invention relates generaHy to the field of reverse logistics and, more particulady. the invention relates to 

systerns and methods for handfing the return of products purchase 

DescriDtion of the Related Art 

Remote purchase and delivery is becoming an inoeasingly popular way for consumers to make purchases and 
10 receive purchases firom retailers. Home a ofiice delivery albws the shof^ to avoid the hassle of making a special trip to a 
retailer's sales floor to purchase a product Instead, the shopper shops using a catalog or the World Wide Web (web) and 
places an order through the mail, phone, or the web. Purchases are typically delivered by a shipper such as the postal serv»e 
or United Parcel Service (UPS). For larger or heavier items, other shippers can be used. In some cases, the retailer has Its 
own delivery service. 

15 Many new companies that receive orders exclusively on the web are being formed. These companies typically 

provide products only via delivery. In additkxi. existing "bricks and mortar* stores with sales floors have also set up web sites 
through whk:h remote purchases are made. The elimination of ttie conventkmal sales floor alk}ws catalog and web based 
retailers to decrease overhead substantisdly. 

Oftentimes, after a purchase, a ccmsumer is dissatisfied with a product and wrishes to return the product to a retailer 

20 for credit The process of handling returns from consumers and disposing of retumed goods is generally referred to as reverse 
logistics. Although the field of reverse logistics Is well devetoped in the area of tonventnna! "bricks and mortar* retail stores, 
new problems and opportunities are being presented with the increased popularity of reniote purchase and defn^ry. For 
example, unlike tradifional retailers, web based retailers do not have the opportunity to examine a product before they deckle 
wheth^ to authorize a return. Many new web based retailers have not even implemented reverse k>gtstlcs procedures. 

25 Several web based retailers have allowed retumed merchandise to just up in their corporate offices, not knowing what to 
do with it. The present inventnn seeks to provide technk^ues that will alk)w remote purchase and delivery retailers to nwre 
effkaenlly handle product returns. The present Invention may also, howevar, be advaritageously apj)Iied in the context of 
conventkxial bricks and mortar returns processing. 

30 Sumnr^ of the Invention 

A returns processing system is preferably operated by a returns processing business entity to handle retums for 
===.=severalxatalog43r^eb=based^etailer5r==R^e=re^ 

are handled and a retums prixessing center to whk:h retums are shipped by customers. The system receives products to be 
retumed at the center, inspects the products, and determines what to do with each product. The products are then preferably 
35 sent to the retailer for restocking, to the product manufacturer or product vendor if defective, to a Ikjuidator, or to a trash 
service. Received products may also be sold individually or in bulk in on-line auctions or through on-line or conventional 
discount stores. 

The condllron of each product is preferably requested from the customier in connection with each return. The system 
uses the provided condition to determine where to have the customer ship the product. In many cases the product can be 
40 shipped directly to the retailer, the liquidator, the manufacturer, or the vendor, bypassing the returns processing center. The 
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returns prooes^ng system preferably also maintzuns a database of customer infomiatkm. The product condilkxi supplied by a 
customer is preferably associated with the customer in the database. Upon receiving the product, the systOTi preferably also 
associates the observed condition of the product with the customer. An accuracy score for information provided by each 
customer is preferably determined based upon Ihe correlation between the provided product condition information ar>d ttie 

5 observed product condition inlbnnalion for each product The accuracy score is preferably used in determining where to have 
the customer ship subsequent products to be returned. 

One embodiment of the invention is a returns processing system. The returns processing system includes a returns 
processing center. The returns processing system also includes a retums processing server configured to make 
determinations of how to proceed with ttw disposition of returns based at least upon retailer-supplied disposition rules. The 

10 retums processing server can be configured to receive product condition information from an entity receiving a product The 
retums processing system can also include a customer infbnnation database. The returns processing center can be 
configured to receive products originally purchased from a pluralily of different retailers. The retums processing system can 
also include a retums vyeb server. The retums web server can be configured to receive requests from customers of a plurality 
of retailers to return products to the retailers from which the products were purchased. The retums processing system can 

15 also include an auction web server. The auction web server can be configured to list retumed products for sale on Web-based 
auctions. 

One embodiment of the invention is a method including receiving a request from a custOTer of a retailer to retum a 
product purchased from the retailer. The method also includes instructing the customer to ship the product to a third party. 
The method also includes receiving notice from the third party of ttie receipt of the product The method also includes notifying 

20 the retailer of the receipt of the product The method can also include entering an agreement with the retailer to handle the 
retum of products purchased from the retaOer. The third party can be a liquidator. The third party can be the manufacturer of 
the product The third party can be the vendor of the product 

One embodiment of ttie invention is a mettiod including selling a product to a customer. The mettiod also includes 
shipping the product to ttie customer. The method also includes receiving a request from a customer to return toe product 

25 The mettiod also includes instructing ttie customer to ship the product to a ttiird party. The method also includes receiving 
notice from ttie ttiird party of ttie receipt of ttie product Ttie mettiod also includes crediting ttie customer for ttie retom of ttie 
product. The mettiod can also include receiving credit from ttie ttiird party in exchange for the product Jhe ttiird party can be 
ttie manufacturer of ttie product The ttiird party can be a liquidator. The ttiird party can be a retums processing center. The 
ttiird party can be ttie vendor of ttie product 

30 One embodiment of ttie inventiori is a mettiod for handling product retums. The mettiod includes (A) receiving a 

plurafity of products, wherein each of ttie products is rece ived from a respective customer who purchased ttie product from a 
:- ..._^.je5pective^retailerr^^ one of ttie producls-as capable of being restocked a 

new! The mettiod also includes (C) sending ttie products identified in (B) to ttie respective retaPers from which ttie products 
were purchased. The mettiod can also include (D) identifying at least one of ttie products as suitable for sate at auction and 

35 (E) selling ttie products identified in (D) at auction. The mettiod can also include (F) identifying at least one of ttie products as 
defective and (G) sending the products identified in (F) to the respective manufacturers of ttie products. The mettiod can also 
indude (H) identifying at least one of ttie products as defective and (I) sending ttie products identified in (H) to. ttie respective 
vendors of the products. The method can also include sharing proceeds resulting from ttie disposition of the products witti ttie 
respective retailers from which ttie products were originally purchased. 
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One embodiment of the invention Is a method including entering an agreement with a retailer to hancfle the rietum of 
products purchased from the retailer by customers of the retaOer. The method also includes receiving from a customer of the 
retailer a product purchased from the retailer. The method also includes seiling the product at auction. The method can also 
Include notifying the retailer of the receipt of the product The nvethod can also include sharing the proceeds of the auction 
5 siale with the retailer. 

One embodiment of the invention is a method including receiving disposition rules from a reta&er. The ntethod also 
includes recehnng, from a customer of the retailer, a product purchased by the customer from the retailer. The method.also 
includes inspecting the product The method also includes proceeding with the disposition of the product according to the 
rules. The method can also include entering an agreement with the retailer to handle the return of products purchased from 

10 the retailer by customers of the retaBer. The method can also include notifying the retaOer of the disposition of the product 
The method can also include sharing proceeds resulting from the disposition of the product with the retailer. The disposition 
rules can associate product conditions with disposifion actions. Proceeding with the disposition of the F^uct can include 
determining that the product is capable of being restocked as new, and sending the product to the retailer. 

One embodiment of the invention is a method including receiving, from a customer of a retailer, a product purchased 

1 5 by the customer from the retailer. The method also includes inspecting the product The method also includes communicating 
the condition of the product ta the retailer. The method also includes receivir^ instructions from the retailer fbr proceeding vvith 
the disposition of the product The. method also includes proceeding with the disposition of the product according to the 
instnjctions. The method can also include notifying the retiailer of the disposition of the received product The method can 
also include purchasing title to the received product from the retailer. The method can also indude sharing proceeds resulting 

20 from the disposition of the product with the retaiter. 

One embodiment of the invention is a method including receiving a request from a customer of a retailer to return a 
product purchased from the retailer. The method also includes requesting that the customer provide the condition of the 
product The method also includes receiving the condition of the product provided by the custonter. The method rfso includes 
selecting a location to v^rhich to have the customer ship the product based at least upon a likely coridition of the product. The 

25 method also includes insfructing the customer to send the product to the selected k>cation. The likely condition of the product 
can be the provided condition. The method can also include detennining the likely condition of the product The likely 
condition of the product can be detemiined based upon at least the provided condition of the product The location can be 
selected further based at least upon information gathered through inspecUon of products previously retumed by the customer. 
The location can be selected further based at least upon product conditions provided by the customer in connection vwth 

30 previously retumed products. The kxation can be selected further based upon at least a score representative of the likely 
accuracy of the product condition provided by the customer. The kx:ation can be selected further based upon a retum 

product. The method can also include detennining, based at least upon the Inspectton. that the product is at a proper location 
for disposition and proceeding with the disposition the product The method can also include determining, based at least upon 
35 the Inspection, that the product is hot at a proper tocation for disposition, and sending the piroducl to the proper location for 
disposition. 

One embodiment of the invention is a method including selecting a location to which to have a customer of a retailer 
return a product purchased from the retailer, wherein the selection is based at least upon a likely condition of the product. The 
method also includes instructing the customer to send the product to the selected tocation. The method also includes 
40 receiving notice that the product has been received at the selected location by a receiving entity. The method also includes 
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receiving an observed product condition from the receiving entity. The method can also mdude selecting a second tocation to 
whidi to have the receiving entity send the product based at least upon the observed product condition and instructing the 
recehnng entity to send the product to the second location. The method can dso include receiving the product at the second 
location and inspecting the received pnodiicL The method can also include determining, based at least upon the tnspecSon, 

5 that the product Is at a proper location for disposition and proceeding vtnth the disposition of the product The nnethod can also 
include determining/ based at least upon the inspection, that the product is not at a proper location fix disposition and sending 
the product to the proper location for (fisposition. 

One embodiment of the invention is a method including receiving, from a retailer, an indication of the concfition of a 
product being returned by a customer. The method also includes selecting a location to. which to have the retailer ship the 

10 product based at least upon a likely condition of the product The method also includes instructing the retaiter to send the 
product to the selected location. The fikely condition of the product can be based upon at least the indication o^ 
of the product The method can also include receiving the product at the selected location and inspecting the received 
product The method can also include determirring, based at least upon the inspection, that the product is at a proper location 
for disposition and proceeding with the disposition of the product The method can also include determining, based at te^ 

15 upon the inspection, that the product is not at a proper kxation for disposition and sending the product to the proper k>catibn 
for disposition. The indication can include product condition information provided by the custon«r. The indtoation can irwiude 
product condition information observed by the retailer. 

One embodiment of the invention is a method Including selecting a location to whrch to have a retailer send a 
product returned by a customer of the retailer, wherein the selection is based at least upon a likely condition of the product 

20 The method also includes instructing the retailer to send the product to the selected location. The nvethod also indudes 
recehnng notice that the product has been received at the selected location by a recehring entity. The method also indudes 
receiving an observed product condition from the receiving entity. The nrethod also indudes selecting a second kxation to 
which to have the receiving entity send the product based at least upon the observed product condition. The ntethod also 
indudes instructing the receiving entity to send the product to the second location. The method can also indude receiving the 

25 product at the second location and inspecting the received product The method can also indude determining, based at least 
upon the inspection, that the product is at a proper location for disposition and proceeding vnth ttie disposition of the product 
The method can also indude ... 
detemiining. based at least upon the inspection, that the product is not at a proper location for disposition and spncfing the 
product to the proper location for disposition. 

30 One embodiment of the invention is a method induding assodating with a customer product condition information 

provided by the customer for a first product purchased from a retailer. The method also indudes assodating with the customer 

==— <)bserved-i)roduetHX)ndi^ 

after the customer has returned the first product The method also indudes receiving product condition information provided by 
the customer for a second product The method also indudes detemiining the likely condition of the second product based at 

35 least upon the product condition information provided by the customer for the first product the observed produd condition 
information for the first product, and the product condition information provided by the customer for the second product. The 
method can also indude receiving the first product from the customer and inspecting the first product The method can also 
indude selecting a location to which to have ttie customer ship the second product based at least upon the likely condition of 
the second product and instructing the customer to send the second product to the selected location. 
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(>)e embodiment of the Invention is a 
The method includes (A) receiving product condition infonmation provided by a customer for a first product to be returned. The 
method also includes (B) subsequent to (A), receiving the first product from the customer. The nDethod also includes (C) 
subsequent to (B). obtaining observed [xoduct condition informatb^ 
5 The method also includes (D) calculating a score based at least upon the provided product condition information and the 
observed product condition inforntation. The method can also indude using the score as an indicatioh of the accuracy of 
information provided by the customer. The method can also indude recei>ring product condiljon information provided by the 
customer tor a second product to be returned and determiriing the Okely condition of the second product based at least upon 
the score and the produd condition information provided by the customer for the second product 

10 One embodiment of the inventbn is a method of detemiining the accuracy of information provided by a customer. 

The method indudes (A) receiving product condition information provided by a customer for a first product to be returned. The 
method also indudes (B) subsequent to (A), obtaining observed product condition infbmiation based at least upon an 
inspection of the first product by a party other than the custorner. The method also indudes (C) calculating a score based at 
least upon the received product condition infonnation and the observed product condition information. The method can also 

1 5 indude using the score as an indication of the accuracy of intormation provided by the customer. The method can also indude 
receiving product condition infonnation provided by the customer for a second product to be returned and (tetermining the 
likely condition of the second product based at least upon the score and the product condition information provided by the 
customer for the second product 

One embodiment of the invention is a returns processing center. The returns processing center indudes a receiving 

20 station tor receiving returned products. The retums processing center also indudes a visual inspection station configured for 
human visual examination of retumed products. The retums processing center also indudes an inspection device configured 
to generate images of retumed products while the retums products are contained within packaging. The inspection device can 
be an X-ray machine. The retums processing center can also indude a shipping dock. The retums processing center can 
also indude a storage fadlity. The retums processing center can also indude a packaging station. 

25 One embodiment of ttie invention is a method for handling the return of a product purchased from a retailer by a 

customer. The method indudes (A) determining that the product will be received from the customer. The mettiod also 
indudes (B) listing the product for sale in a web-based auction. The method also indudes (C) subsequent to (A), receiving the 
product from the customer. The method also mdudes (D) subsequent to (C), inspecting the product The method also 
indudes (E) subsequent to (D). shipping the product to the winnirig bidder of the webrbased auction. In the method. (A) can 

30 indude insfructing the custon^er to ship the product The method can also indude receiving a request from the customer to 
return the product In t he method. (D) can indude imaging the product using an imaging device. The imaging device can be 
_ . capable of irnaging an objed through^p^^ ran^be^WX^aylmagihg de>H^ 

can also indude storing an image of the product In the method, (B) can be performed before (C). The method can also 
indude determining whether the product as inspected has been properly described in the auction listing. The method can also 

35 indude determining whether the product as inspected is in satisfactory condition to be shipped to the winning auction bidder. 
The method can also indude (F) prior to (B), determining that the product is to be disposed of through auction. In the method, 
(F) is performed after (D). 

One embodiment of the invention is a method induding receiving a request from a customer of a retailer to return a 
product purchased from the retailer. The method indudes requesting that the customer provide the condition of the product 
40 The method also indudes receiving the condition of the product provided by the customer. The method also indudes creating 
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a description of the product based at least upiori the condition provided l>y the customer. The method also includes listing the 
product, in conjunction with the description, for sale in an on-tine auction. The method can also include recdving the product 
from tiie customer, inspecting the product, and shipping the product to the winning bidder of tir»e wel)-l)ased auction, 
inspectinjg the product can include imaging the product using an imaging device. The imaging de>rice can be capable of 

5 Imaging an object through padca^ material. TTie imaging device can be an X-ray imaging device. The method can also 
include storing an image of the producL The product can be listed for sale before it is received frpni the customer. The 
method can also include determining whether the product as inspected has beeji property described in the auction fisting. The 
method can also include determining whether the product as inspected is in satisfactory condition to be shipped to the winning 
auction bidder. The meftod can also include, prior to listing the product, detennining that the disposition of the product is to be 

10 perforined through an audion. 

One embodiment of the invention is a mettiod including listing a single item for sale on a first on-fine auction. Tbe 
method includes listing the same item for sale on a second on-line auction before the dose of the first auction. The mettKxJ 
also indudes monitoring the bids at ttie first auction and the second auction. The mettiod also indudes defisting the produd 
from one of ttie auctions before either of tiie auctions doses. The method can also indude recehring a request from a 

15 customer of a retaOer to retum an produd purchased from ttie retailer, wherein ttie produd is the item. The method can abp 
indude requesting ttiat the distomer provide ttie condition of tt>e product, receiving ttie condition of the produd provided by ttie 
customer, creating a description of ^ produd based at least upon tt>e condition provided by ttie customer and incorporating 
ttie description into ttie listing of ttie item in ttie first and second auctions. 

These and ottier embodiments of ttie invention are described in additional detail betow in ttie Detailed Description of 

20 ttie Embodiments, which contans ttie fdlowihg Sections: 

I. PRIOR ART TECHNIQUES 

A. Prior Art Produd Return Pattis 

B. Prior Art Produd Retum Process 

II. PRODUCT RETURN PATHS , 
25 III. RETURNS PROCESSING CENTER AND SYSTEfi4 

A. Returns Processing Center 

B. Returns Processing System . 
IV. RETURNS PROCESSING METHODS 

A Return of Products by Transfer from Customer to Third Party 
30 B: Handling of Returns 

C. Dynamic Detennination of Retum Shipping E)estination ■ • . 

-i=)etennination of a Retum Accuracy Score™;-^ 

E. Dynamic Auctioning of Retumed Products 

F. Interactive Produd Return Arrangement 
35 V. CONCLUSION 

Brief Description of the Drawings 
The present Invention will be described l>elow in connection with ttie attached drawings in which: 
Figure 1 illustrates typical prior art produd retum paths for a remote purchase and delivery retailer; 
40 Figure 2 Illustrates a typical prior art returns mettiod for a remote purchase and delivery retailer; 
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Figure 3A illustrates product return paths for a remote purchase and delivery retailer accx)rding to one emlxxjiment 
of the invention; 

Figure 33 Illustrates product return paths for a remote purchase and delwe^ retailer according to a preferred 
emtXKJimenl of the invention; 
5 Pigure 4 fliustrates a prefen-edernbodiment of a returns processing center; 

Figure 6A illustrates a prefen-ed embodiment of a returns processing system; 

Figure 5B illustrates an alternative embodimenl of the returns processing system in which part of the returns 
processing functionality is handled by an order processing server operated by the retailer; 

Figures 6A and 68 illustrate methods for transferring a product to be returned from a customer directly to a third 

10 party; 

Figure 7A illustrates a preferred method in accwdance with which the returns processing system handles returns; 
Figure 7B illustrates an alternative method in accordance with which the returns processing system handles returns; 
Rgure 8A illustrates a method fay which the returns processing system dynamically determines a destination or 
disposition location to which to have a custom©- send a product to be returned; 
15 F^ure 8B illustrates an alternative method fa determining a destination or disposition location that is applicable to 

purchases being returned to traditional bricks and mortar retailers; 

Figure 9 illustrates a preferred method for creating a return history and for determining a return accuracy score for a 

customer. 

Figure 10A illustrates a prefened method by which the returns processing system dynamically proceeds with ttie 

20 disposition of retumed products through auction; 

Figure 1 0B Illustrates a preferred method for listing a product on multiple auction sites; and 
Figure 1 1 illustrates a prefened method by which the returns processing system interactively arrangK the return of a 
product by a customer. 

Detailed DescriDtion of the Embodiments 
In the following description, reference is made to the accompanying dravflngs. vrfiich form a part hereof, and which 
show, by vray of illustration, spedfk: embodiments or processes in which the invention may be practiced. Where possible, ttie 
same reference numbers are used throughout the drawings to refer to the same or like components. In some instances, 
numerous spedfic details are set forth in order to provide a thorough understanding of the present invention. The present 
invention, however, may be practiced without the specific details or with certain allemative equivalent components and 
methods to ttiose described herein. In other instances, well known methods and components have not been described in.. 

d eteil so-asTiot tounnecessarily^bscure^spectstrflhe-preg ; 

I, PRIOR ART TECHNIQUES 

A Prior Art Product Return Paths 
35 Figure 1 illustrates typical prior art product return paths for a remote purchase and delivery retailer 100. Each 

directed line represents the transfer of a product between entities involved in the returns process. A customer 110 typically 
sends a product to be retumed back to the retailer 100 from which the product was purchased. The dashed directed line 
represents the sending of the product by the consumer 110 to the retailer 100. Upon receipt of the product, ttie retailer 100 
typically inspects the product to detemriine what to do with it, or in other words, to determine the product's final disposition or 
40 how to proceed with the disposition of the product. If the product is in new condition and is capable of being resold as new. the 
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retailer 1 00 typicaHy will restock the product for sale ds a new product In this case^ he product remains with the retailer 1 00. 
If the pnxluct is. defective, the retailer 100 will typically send the product back to the manufacturer 120 or the vendor 122 for 
credit The vendor 122 may be a dtetributor or a manufacturer from which the retailer originally obtained the product If the 
product is not in new condition and not defective, but $611 in working order, the retailer 100 wai typically ship the product to a 

5 Hquidator 130 or hold the product for pickup by the liquidator 130. A liquklator 130 is typk;alty an entity that purchases 
returned, overstocked, or unsellable products in bulk for sale In sea)ndary markets at a discount If a product is not 
marketable in a secondary market or if the product is broken beyond repair, the retailer 100 wiU typically ship the product to a 
trash a recycCng servtee 140 or allow a trash or recydtng service 140 to pick up an accumulatk)n of such pnxlucts. If a 
product is not in retumat)le condition (e.g. abused or misused by the customer), the retailer 100 may choose to send the 

10 product back to the customer 110. The sofid directed lines represent the transfer of the product from the retailer 100 to its 
locatfon of final disposrtkxj. 

B. Prior Art Product Retum Process 

Figure 2 illustrates a typical prior art returns method 200 typically performed by a remote purchase and delivery 
retailer 100. At a step 202, the retailer receives a request from a customer 1 10 to return a purchased product Depending 

15 upon the whether the retailer is a catalog or a web based retailer, the request may be received through a customer servrce 
representative over the phone, or electronically through a web page or an e-mail message. 

At a step 204. the retailer typically cdtecls information from the customer regarding the retum. The retailer may ask 
for an order number of the original product purchase. Alternatively, the retailer may ask for the name of the customer and 
when the product was purchased. The retailer may ask the customer why he is returning the product In doing this, the 

20 retaler may ask whether the product is defective, whether the customer was not satisfied with the product or whether the 
customer changed his mind after making the purchase. The retailer may also ask what action the customer desires be taken 
to aedit the customer for the retum. The customer may be given the option of having a replacement product delivered, being 
refunded part or all of the purchase price, or being issued a store credit 

At a step 206, the retailer may make a decision whether or not to authorize the return. For example, the retailer may 

25 have a time limit within which products may be returned. If the time limit has expired, the retailer may refuse to authorize the 
retum. As another example, the retailer may have a return policy that only allows returns of defective products. If the 
consumer does not allege that the product is defective, the retailer may refuse to authorize the retum._ If the retailer deckles 
not to authorize the retum. the method 200 terminates. If the retailer deckles to authorize the return, control passes to the 
step 208. 

30 At the step 208, the retailer typically instmcts the customer to ship the product back to the retailer. The retailer will 

typically provkle a retum authorizatton number to the consumer that allows both the consumer and the retailer to track the 

retum of the product The_(^'^'<^!Fy-iTr^typj^ity giv^ an address jQjMfaicfaJo^pJie-pix>duct40Lt>e^ 

also typically instructed to include the retum authorization number with the retumed package. The customer will typically use a 
shipper such as the postal service or UPS to send the package back to the retailer. 

35 At a next step 210. the retailer receives the product from the customer, typically via the shipper. At a step 212, the 

retailer inspects the retumed product. Based upon the inspection, the retailer typically perlonns the following steps. 

At a step 214, the retailer credits the customer for the return of the product. The credit may be in the form of a 
partial or total refund of the purchase price of the product The credit may alternatively be in the form of a store credit towards 
future purchases. The aedit may alternatively be a replacement product, in the case (he original product is defective. 
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At a istep 216. the retailer determines how to proceed with the disposition of the product (dispose of tfte product by 
restocking, repairing, trashing, etc.). The detennination nnay be made based upon the inspection and possibly other factors 
discussed above with reference to Figure 1. At a step 218. if the product is capable of bdng restocked as new. control passes 
to a step 220, otherwise, control passes to a step 221 
5 At the step 220, the retailer restocks the product Since the product is already in the possession of the retailer, the 

retailer simply puts the product back on the sheff for subsequent sale. Additional transpor^tion is typically not necessary. 

At the step 222, the retailer sends the product to the correct k)cation for its final disposition. Alternatively, the retailer 
may aggregate for pickup products that need to be transported to another location. In the case a product is defective, the 
retailer may send the product back to the manufacturer 120 or the vendor 122. If the product is not defecth^, but capable of 

10 being sold in a secondary market, the retailer may hold the product for pk:kup by a liquklator 130. If the product is not capable 
of being resold, the retailer may hold the produd for pickup by a trash cdlector or a recy^ 

At a step 224, the product is received at the location of final disposttxm and at a step 226 a final disposition entity 
proceeds with the dispositron of the product 
11. PRODUCT RETURN PATHS 

15 Figure 3A illust-ates product return paths for a remote purchase and delivery retailer 100 acconjing to one 

embodiment of the inventton. A customer 110 sends a product to be returned to a returns processor ZOO, instead of sending 
the product back to the retailer 100 from whkii the product was purchased. The returns processor 300 receives, inspects, and 
determines how to proceed with the disposition of products! The returns processor 300 then sends the product to the locations 
of their final disposition or aggregates the products for pickup by final disposition entities. The solid directed fines indk:ate the 

20 path of a product from the returns processing entity 300 to its final disposition bcation. 

The returns processor 300 is preferably an independent returns processing business entity dedicated to the 
processing of returned products. The returns processor 300 preferably handles returns for several retail establishments. By 
having a separate entity 300 handle returns, several smaller retailers can take advantage of the economies of scale of the 
larger capacity of a single entity. The returns processor 300 may also have other ancillary or even unrelated business 

25 objectives. In the alternative, the returns processor 300 may t)e operated under the control of a single retailer for which the 
processor 300 handles returns. A larger retailer may have the capacity that may make it worthwhile to operate its own returns 
processor 300 rather than outsourcing the handling of returns to a separate entity. 

The returns processor 300 preferably detemiines how to proceed with the disposition of a returned product based 
upon the condition of the product If a product is in new condition and is capable of being resokJ as new. the product is 

30 preferably sent back to the retailer 100 for restocking. If a product is not in returnable condition, the product may be sent back 
to the customer 110. A product may not be in returnable condition, for example, if the produ ct has been abused or if the . 

IllZI^^^^i^dipaei^^ 

to the manufacturer 120 or the vendor 122 for credit Alternatively, the rehjrris processor 300 may choose to repair the 
product and then proceed with the disposition of the repaired product. 
35 As another alternative, the returns processor 300 may choose to auction the product through a web-based auctbn. 

The product to be auctioned may be new, may be used but in working order, may have been repaired, or may even be. 
damaged but repairable. The product is preferably sold though the web based auction to a winning auction bidder 310, The 
product may be listed al auction at any existing web auction site. Alternatively, the returns processor 300 may operate a 
special web site for the auctioning of returned products. 
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: : As st^^ another altemalrve. the returns processor 300 may choose to perform the disposition of a produd lhrough a 

discount or retaS store. The discount or retail store may be a wet)-based store or a traditional bricks and mortar establishment 
The store may be operated by the returns processor 300 or t}y a separate en^^ 

In other cases, the returned product may not be worth selling through an auction, possibly due to the low price of the 
5 product or if the product is rn^raWy damaged, In these cases, the product is preferably aggregated with other similarty 
, dassified products and sent to a Bqutdator 130 a sent to a trash s^^ 

Figure 3B illustrates product return paths for a remote purchase and delivery retailer 100 according to a preferred 
embodiment of the inventfon. Figure 3B indudes all of the components and rehjm paths Qlustrated in Figure 3A. Figure 3B, 
however, includes four iadditional product return paths, shown as dotted lines, from the custonrier 110 directly to each of the 
10 original retaHer 100, the manufochirer 120, the vendor 122, and the liquidator 130. By having the customer 110 send the 
product directly to these final disposition enlities. the extra shipping and processing Involved in first sending the product to the 
returns processor 300 can be avoided. The customer 1 10 is preferably instructed to send the product to fte retaler 100, the 
manufacturer 120, the vendor 122, or the liquidator 130 based upon the likely condition of the product The Dkely condition of 
the product is preferably detennined based at least upon information obtained from ttie customer, as will be discussed betow. 
15 111. RETURNS PROCESSINQ CENTER AND SYSTEM 
A. Returns Processing Center 

Figure 4 illustrates a pref^ed embodiment of a returns processing center 400, which is preferably operated by the 
returns processor 300 to handle the return of products. The directed lines indicate the general Itow of products through the 
various components of the returns processing center 400. The center 400 preferably includes a shipping and recehmig dock 
20 410 at which products are received from customers and at which product are heM for pk:kup by shippers or final disposition 
entities siich ias liquidators or trash collectors. An inspection station 420 preferably includes a visual inspection station 422 as 
well as an X-ray machine 424. Some products may be inspected using the X-ray machine 424 in order to avoid unpackaging. 
Other products may require unpackaging and visual inspection. Visual inspection of a product may also include functional 
testing of the product Some determirwtions of final product disposition may be palormed completely at the discretion of 
25 woriters. Other detemninations may be performed with the assistance of computer systems. At a packaging and labeling 
station 430, products are repackaged, if necessary, and labeled for shipping to their final destinations. A storage fadDty 440 
provides storage for products that cannot be processed immediately. Products awaiting pickup may.also be stored in the 
storage facility 440. The storage facility 440 can also be used to store products when any of the other components falls behind 
in processing products. 
30 B, Returns Processing System 

Figure 5A illustrates a prefened embodiment of a returns processing system 500. The system 500 is preferably 

operatedtytheTetumrproe^ss inqDusiness^b y™ 

The returns processing system 500 preferably includes at least one customer service representative 502. a returns 
web server 510. a returns processing server 520. and the returns processing center 400. The system 500 preferably 
35 communicates with at least one of each of the following: a customer 110, a retailer 100. a manufacturer 120, a vendor 122. a 
liquidator 130. and an auction web server 580. Although only one of each is illustrated for darity.. there may be several 
customers 110, retailers 100. manufacturers 120. vendors 122. liquidators 130, and auction web servers 580. One or more 
auction customers 590 preferably communicate with the auction web server 580. Solid directed lines indk:ate comrhunicatidn 
channels behveen the various components of the returns processing system 500. as well as between the components of the 
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system 500 and the other entities. The communication channels arc preferably computer networks, but may be telefihone 
lines, the postal service, or any other medium over which the components and entities can communicate. 

The returns processing server 520 preferably serves as the back end decision making component of the returns 
processing system 500. The returns processing server 520 preferably includes a customer information database 522 as well 

5 as retunis processing code modules 524. 

The customer information database 522 preferably stores infbmiatioh about customers with whom the .system 500 
interacts. The stored information preferably includes a history of each customer's returns. The history, which may reflect a 
customer's experiences with several retailers, preferably includes information supplied by the customer in conjunctipri with 
returns, the cpnditior^ of the returned products upon receipt, any fraudulent activity on \he part of the customer, and possibly a 

1 0 credit history or report The customer information can be created by collecting infonnation from a customer's past experiences 
vvith the return processing system or by obtaining ttie information from ottiw 

The returns processing code nKxlules 524 preferably make dedsknis such as whether to authorize a return, where 
to have a return sent and how to proceed with ttie disposition of a product upon receipt at the returns proce^ng centeir 400. 
The decisions are preferably communicated to other components or entities as necessary. The returns processing code 

15 , modules 524 may also be configured to receive information from ttie customer and ottier sources, such as the returns 
processing center 400. The code modules 524 may store received data in the database 522 and use the infonnation to make 
dedswns. The returns processing code modules 524 preferably reference information in the customer information database 
522 and in a retailer's order database 542 in order to make somei decisions. The retailer's order database 642 preferably 
stores order and purchase information, such as order numbers, customer infonnation. payment mettwds. dates, and items 

20 purchased, in one ernbodiment ttie returns processing server 520 giv^ ttie abflity to 

542 to reflect ttie return of products. Alternatively, ttie retums processing server 520 can be configured to communicate 
returns information to ttie retailer 100 so ttiat the retailer 1 00 can update its ovm database 54Z 

The code modules 524 are preferably configured to implement dispoation rules 525 specified by each retailer 100 
for handling returns. The disposition rules 525 preferably identify how to proceed witti ttie disposition of a product under 

25 varkxis condittons In one embodiment, ttie disposition wles 525 are integrated witti ttie code modules 524 in wrtiich ttie code 
modules 524 are written to implement ttie disposition ailes 525. In anottier embodiment, ttie code modules 524 may be 
configured to implement separate disposition rules 525. In this case ttie code modules 524 may be generically configured to 
handle ttie specific disposition ojles 525 supplied by each retailer. The disposition njles for each retailer may specify, for 
example, under what conditions a return may be auttiorized or under what conditions a product should be returned to ttie 

30 retailer for restocking. 

the returns web server 510 and ttie customer servk» representative 502 preferably provkJe interfeces through 
;r4404nteraGts^witti-tiio syst e m 500 Th e ^ -*^'veg=51Q-pi^vides -a4 w cb-s i te-an d^asso6lated -wob-po^ 
through which a customer can initiate a return, provide requested information, and track a return. In ttie preferred 
embodiment ttie web server 510 is integrated witti ttie returns processing server 520. possibly on ttie same computer system. 
35 In an alternative embodiment, ttie web server 510 may be separate from the retums processing sender 520. In one 
embodiment, each retailer 100 has a separate and dedicated web site or set of web pages 512 on ttie retums web server 510 
for handling retums. In anottier embodiment, ttie retums of several retailers are handled ttirough a single wreb site 512 on ttie 
retums web server 510. 

As an allernative to the web site 512. ttie customer 110 can call a customer service representative 502 on ttie 
40 telephone to initiate ttie return process. The customer 110 and the customer service representative 502 can also effect ttie 
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return via other forms of communication such as e-mail or the postal service. The customer service r€^)riBsehtative 502. In 
tum/ihteracls with the returns processing server 520 as necessary to pro The customer service representative 

502 may also be given the power to ovemde or manipulate decisions and actions that would otherwise be automatically 
perfonned by the returns processing server 520. 

5 In the case that a detemunatbn is made to sell s returned product at auction, the prtxtuct is preferably listed for sate 

on the auction web server 580. The auction web server 580 may be a server operated by a separate entity such as any of the 
many companies that provide web based auction services. Alternatively, the auction web server 580 may be operated by the 
same entity that operates the returns processing system 500. In this case, the auction web server 580 may be implemented 
s^)aratety, as Olustrated or it may be iriduded in the returns processing system 500. The auction web server 580 may also be 

10 integrated with the returns web server 510. Auction customers 590, in turn communicate with the auction web server 580 to 
bid on products that have been returned and listed for sale on the server 580. 

The communication channels between the returns processing server 520 and each of the retailer 100, the 
manufacturer 1 20. the vendor 1 22. and the liquidator 1 30 allow the returns processing server 520 to exchange intonnation with 
each of these final disposition entities. The returns processing server 520 may provide at least the following types of 

15 infomiation to the final disposition entities: notice that a product is being shipped from the retums processing center 400 to the 
entity, notice that a product is being shipped from a customer 110 to the entity, notice that an entity should pick up products at 
the processing center 400, and mstmctions to ship a product to another entity or to the retums processing center 400 in the 
case the product is not at the proper location for final disposition. The retoms processing server 520 may receive the following 
types of Intonnation from the final disposition entitles: notice of receipt of a product, the condition of the received product, and 

20 notice that a product is being shipped by the entity. In addition, other types of intonnation may be exchanged as necessary. 

The communications between the returns processing server 520 and the final disposition entities may be effected 
through any practical medium. For example, each of the disposition entities may have a computer system that communicates 
Witt) the retums processing server 520 ttirough a computer network such as ttie Internet Employees at the final disposition 
entities may additionally or alternatively communicate witti the retums processing server 520 ttirough an additional web site 

25 (notiitus^ted). 

Rgure 5B illustrates an alternative embodiment of the retums processing system 501 in which part of the retums 
processing functionality is handled by an order processing server 540 operated by the retailer 100. The order processing 
server 540 preferably seryes as the bade end server through whk^i ttie retailer 100 processes returns as well as product 
orders. The order processing server 540 preferably includes the order database 542 as well as any retums processing 

30 modules 544 necessary to support the initiation of the return. The retums processing modules 544 can nrake decisions such 
as whettier to authorize the return and where to have ttie customer ship the return. The; customer 1 10 preferably interacts with 

tiTe7e{aiieriT)01oi^6 ^ orders and retums mrou qtLajwe&^M-^ ^ is supported D y a jelaiieLwetLSg ver ?L^^r^ retaier 

web server 530 may be integrated vwlh ttie order processing server 540 on a single computer or It may be implemented 
separately. A retailer customer service nspresentative 504 preferably handles orders and retums over the phone, for example, 

35 for customers 1 10 ttial cannot or do not wish to use ttie web server 530. 

The order processing server 540 preferably communicates witti tt»e retums processing server 520 to access ttie 
customer infomiation database 522. The intonnation contained in ttie customer information database 522 preferably enables 
ttie order processing sender 540 to make informed decisions regarding, for example, whettier to auttiorize a return or where to 
have a customer 110 send a return. The order processing server 540 preferably al^ provides customer return information to 

40 be entered into the customer information database 522. Decisions that need to be made after receiving a returned product are 
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preferably handled by returns processing code modutes 526 of the returns processing server 520. These dedsioris rhay 
include, for example, what to do with a product after the product is inspected at the returns processing center 400. The 
disproition wles 525, in this case, are preferably incorporated into both the returns processing server 520 and ttie order 
. processing server 540. 
6 IV. RETURNS PROCESSING METHODS 

A. Return of Products by Transfer from Customer to Third Party 

Figure 6A illustrates a preferred method 600 in accordance with which the returns processor 300 effects the transfer 
a product from a customer 1 1 0 to a third party. The returns processor 300 performs the method 600 to effect the return paths 
illustrated in Figure 3B from the customer 110 to the retailer 100. the manufacturer 120, the vendor 122. and the Bquidator 
10 130. 

At a step 602. the returns processor 300 enters into an agreement wi^ the retailer t^ 
returns. The returns processor preferably agrees to receive products returned by the retailer's customers and 1o proceed with 
the disposition of the products. The returns processor preferably also agrees to handle the interactions with customers 
wishing to return products. The retunris processor preferably handles the interactions through the returns processing system 
15 500. The reta'ler 100, in return, preferably agrees to allow the returns processor to retain a portion of the pnxeeds resulting 
from the disposition of the returned products. In an alternative embodiment the retailer, rather than the returns processor 
handles the interactions with customers in conjunction with the embodiment of the returns processing system 501 illustrated in 
Figure 5B. 

At a step 604. the returns processor receives a request from a customer 1 10 to return a product purchased firom the 
20 retailer and shipped to the customer by the retailer. The returns processor preferably determines whether to authorize the 
retum. possibly by referencing the retaileir*s return policy. At a step 606, if the return is authorized, the returns processor 
provides the customer with a return authorization number. The authorization number is preferably used by the returns 
processor, the customer, and the third party to track the retum of the product The tracking of the retum may include providing 
infonnation regarding the receipt of the product as well as whether and when the customer has been credited for the retum of 
25 the product The retums processor preferably also provides the customer with the address of a web page or a phone number 
through which the retum of the product can be tracked using the refajm authorization number. 

At a step 608. the retums processor instructs the custonf)er 1 1 0 to ship the product to a third party. The third party is 
preferably the retailer 100. the manufacturer 120, the vendor 122. or the liquidator 130, In the case the retums processor 
instmcts the customer to ship the product to the manufacturer or the vendor, the retums processor may first need to obtain a 
30 retum materials authorization (RhAA) number from the manufacturer or a retum to vendor (RTV) number to authorize the 
return. If ttiis is the case, prior to the step 608, the retums processorpreferabljMreq^ 
— ^anofacturer-or^ndor^Hhe-pf^ 

customer in conjunction with the instoictions to ship the product to the manufacturer or the vendor. The retums processor 
preferably also instnjcts the customer to supply the RMA/RTV number either on or within the package containing the product 
35 totneretumed. 

At a step 610, the retums processor receives notice from the third party thai the product has been received by the 
third party. The notice is preferably communicated through the communications channels illustrated in Figure 5A The third 
party preferably also includes, with the notice, an Indication of whether the product was received in satisfactory condition. 

Steps 612, 614. and 616 are preferably performed in the case the third party is the manufacturer 120. a vendor 122. 
40 or a liquidator 130. At the step 612. the retums processor Informs the original retailer 100 that the customer has returned the 
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product The retailer may also^te Based upon ttiis 

information, ttie retailer caii determine whether and how to property credit the customer for ftie return of the product 

At the step 614, the returns processor preferably receives aedit or compensation from the third party in exchange 
for the returned product The third party may then refurbish, remanufachjre. and reseO the product At the step 616. the 
5 returns processor, in turn, preferably provides a portion of the credit or compensation received from the third party to the 
original retailer 100. The retums processor preferably retains a portion of the compensafion obtaJned from the third party in 
exchange for Its services. The compensation to the retums processor and then to the retailer may be in the forrh of a payment 
or credit for the individual product or it may be in the form of a lump sum payment or credt on a pertodic basis for sevelral 
products. 

10 Figure 6B illustrates an altemative method 650 in accordance vnth which the retailer 100 efects the transfer a 

product from a customer to a third party. 

At a step 652. the retailer 100 sells a product to a customer, preferably through a web site. At a step 654, the retailer 
ships the product to the customer. At a step 656, the retailer 100 receives a request from the customer to return the product 
At a step 658, the retailer instructs the customer to ship the product to a third party. The third party is preferably the 
15 retums processer. the manufacturer 120, the vendor 122. or the yquidalor 130. In the case the retailer instructs the customer 
to ship the product to the manufacturer 120 or the vendor 122. the retailer may first need to obtain an RMA or an RTV number 
from the manufacturer or vendor to authorize the return. If this is the case, prior to the step 658. the retailer preferably 
requests an RMA/RTV number from the manufacturer or the vendor for the product to be returned. The retailer then provides 
the RMA/RTV number to the customer in conjunction with the instructions to ship the product to the manufactoirer or to the 
20 vendor. The retailer preferably also instructs the customer to supply the RMA/RTV number either on or within the package 
containing the product to t)e returned. 

At a step 660, the retafler receives notice from the third party that the product has been recaved by the third party. 
The notice is preferably communicated through the communicaliOTs channels illustrated in Figure 58. The third party 
preferably also includes, with the notice, an indication of wrtiether the product was received in satisfactory condition. 
25 At a step 662, the retailer can directly effect the credit to the customer for the return of the product At the step 664, 

in the case the third party does not return the product to the retailer, the retailer preferably receives aedit or compensation 
from the third party in exchange for the product . . 

B. Handling of Retums 

Figure 7A illustrates one advantageous method 700 for handling retums. The method 700 is preferably pertormed 
30 automatically by the retums processor 300. through the retums processing server 520. for each product received. The method 
700 enables the retums processor to receive retums on behalf of one o r more retailers 100 an d t o proceed with the dispositio n 
— — of meTctumed productsin-accordanceTw^ 

of the retumed products are preferably shared between the retums processor and the retailer: 

Al a step 702, the returns processor preferably receives a set of disposition rules from a retailer for which the retums 
35 processor is handling retums. The disposition njles preferably specify how to proceed with the disposition of retumed products 
based upon the condition of the product The retums processor preferably provides several options from which the retailer 
may choose in aeating disposition rules. The options preferably include at least the following: sending a product back to the 
retailer 100 for restocking, sending a product back to the customer 110, selling a product al auction, sending a product to the 
manufacturer 120, and sending a product to the vendor 122. Some of the options may also be identified by the retailer. For 
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example/ a retailer may supply the addresses and contad information fbr the manufacturers and vendors of the products to be 
handled by the returns processor. 

The mles may be specific to each pnxjuct that may potentially be returned, specific to categories of products, or 
even generally appHcat}le to all products carried by the retailer. The steps 710 to 716, described below, are an example set of 
5 disposition rules that may be specified by a ret^ler. The example niles may be generally applied to an products and may 
leave a substantial amount of judgnDent and disaetion to the retums processor. Retalers may. however, provide much more 
spectfic sets of rules, which leave less discretion to the retums processor. In an alternative embodiment, the retums pnxsessor 
may fomriulate the rules instead of obtaining them from the retaler 

At a step 704, the retums processor detemnines that a product to be retumed will be received from a customer 110. 
10 The customer may provide notice of the retum directly through the retums web server 510 of Figure 5A. Altemathrely. the 
retums processor may receive the notice from the retailer 1 00 through the order processing server 540 of Figure 5B. 

At a step 706^ the retums processor receives the product from the custonDer. The product is preferably recent at 
the retums processing center 400. At a step 708. the retums processor inspects the retumed product in order to determine 
how to proceed with thedisposition of the product 
15 The step 702 need not necessanly be performed before the step 704. In altemative embodiments the step 702 may 

be perfbrmeid and the disposition rules received after the steps 704, 706. or 708. 

At the step 710, the retums processor determines whether the product is capable of being restocked as new. If so. 
the retums processor sends the product to the retailer 100 for restocking. More specific aspects of the disposition rules 
preferably specify how this determination is made. For example, if a sealed box has been opened, a rule may require that the 
20 product is not capable of being restocked. In other cases, a role may specify mat as k^ng as a product is in woriung order, 
regardless of whether a box has been opened, it may be restocked. 

At a step 712, the retums processor determines whether the product is defective. If so. the returns processor 
preferably sends the product to the product manufacturer or the vendor. Altematively, the retums processor may choose to 
repair the product or have the product repaired. The retums processor can then proceed with the disposition of the repaired 
25 product The determination of whether the product is defective preferably includes a confirmation, at the inspection step 708, 
of a customer's allegation that a product is defecth^e. 

At a step 714, the retums processor determines whether the product is to be sold at aut^on. If so, the retums 
processor sells the product at auction. The determination of whether to auction a product may be based upon the estimated 
value of the product at auction, the cost of auctioning the product and the liquidation value of the product Products with 
30 higher values may be more worthwhile auctioning. The value of a product may be estimated based upon its original selling 
price and condition. 

At-a^p446rif-a^oduGt.wil^-be-resteckedrfetumed4e-the^^ 
preferably sold to a liquidator 130 or trashed. If the product has any liquidation value, it is preferably sold to a liquidator, 
otherwise it is trashed. 

35 At a step 71 8. the retums processor preferably notifies the original retailer 1 00 that the product has been received by 

the customer 1 10. The retailer can then aedit the customer for the retum of the product. At a step 720, if the product is sold 
at auction or sold to a liquidator, the retums processor preferably shares the proceeds of the sale with the original retailer. 
Furthermore, the proceeds from any disposition of a retumed product may be shared with the retailer. In an altemative 
embodiment, the retums processor may purchase titie to the product from the retailer and then keep all of the proceeds from 

40 the disposition of the produd- 
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Figure 7B illustrates an alternative nriethod 740 in accordance with which the returns processor 300 handles returns. 
As illustrated, the method 740 preferably indudes the same steps 704, 706. ^ 

At a step 742, the returns processor notifies the retailer 100 of the receipt of the product and of the condition of the 
product as inspected. The retailer, instead of the returns processor, then preferably determines how to proceed with the 
5 disposition of the product In order to determine how to proceed with the disposition of the product, the retaler may execute a 
set of disposition mles. such as the steps 710 to 716 of the method 700, in order to create disposition instructions. The 
disposition instructions preferably specify how to proceed with the disposition of the particular product At a step 744, the 
returns processor receives disposition Instmctions from the retailer. At a step 746, the returns processor proceeds with the 
disposition of the product in accordance witii the disposition instructions. The steps 718 and 720 of ttie method 700 may also 
10 be optionally included in Ihe method 740. 

C. Dynamic Detennination of Return Shipping Destination 

Figure 8A illustrates a method 800 for detennining a destination or disposition location to which to have a customer 
110 send a product to be returned. The disposition location to which a customer is instructed to ship a return is preferably 
selected based upon the likely condition of the product The customer is instructed to ship the product directly to the 
15 disposition location. In most cases, bypassing the returns processing center 400. The method 800 is preferably perfonned by 
the returns processor 300 through the returns processing system 500. 

At a step 802, returns processor 300 receives a request from a customer 1 10 to return a purchased product At a 
step 804, the returns processor requests product condition intonmation from the customer. The requested product condition 
mfbnnation preferably includes whether the product is defective, whether ttie product has been unpackaged. and whether the 
20 product has been used. The product condition is preferably requested in tenns of a categorization of the product condition. 
Some categories of possible product conditions may be: brand new and still packaged; new, but box opened; defective; 
noticeably used; damaged; and unknown condition. Other types of product condition information may also be requested ar\6 
may be based, for example, upon the product involved and any rules specified by the retailer 100. The customer may also be 
given an opportunity to describe the condition of tiie product in the customer's own words. If tt)e customer alleges that the 
25 product is defective, the returns processor preferably asks tiie customer to describe the defect At a step 806. the returns 
processor receives the product condition information provided by the customer (provWed product condition infomrwtioh). 

At a step 808. the returns processor detennines ttie fikely condition of the product The likely product concfition is 
pref^ably selected from one of the aforementioned categories. The detennination is prefer^ly based upon at le^t the 
provided product condition infonnation. In one embodiment the likely product condition is taken to be the product condition 
30 provided by tiie customer in ttie step 806. 

The de termifiation of likely product condition is preferably also based upon a return accuracy score. A return 



-' " accuracy score pref ^ly re^esents tfve lik^y accuracy of provided product condition mtormanon. i-or example, if a custumer 
has a tow return accuracy score, the product to be returned by the customer mgy be assigned a condition of "unknown." If a 
customer has a high return accuracy score, the provided product condition can be used as the likely product condition. The 
35 return accuracy score for a particular customer is preferably based at least upon a history of provided and observed product 
condition information. A preferred method for determining a return accuracy score is described below with reference to Figure 
9. The determination of the likely condition of ttie product may also be based upon additional factors that may be specified by 
the retailer or by the returns processor. 

The determination of likely product condition may also be based upon historical records associated with the 
40 particular customer. The determination, tor example may also be based upon accumulated information about the customer's 
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previous returns. The determination may aitemativety or addttionany be based upon one or more addition^ ^ors, such as^ 
for example, the customer's zip code, the idenlity of the product, the customer's purchase history, the time of day or day of the 
week of the return, the time between the purchase of the product and its return, the customer's credit record, and the age of 
thecustorrer. 

5 The determination may additionally be based upon product conditioh infomiation provided in association with 

previous netums of the customer and observed product information associated with those returns. The observed product 
condition infbmriation fe prefo'ably based upon inspection of 

In the preferred embodiment, the detennination of the likely product condition is made based upon deterministic 
(rules based) techniques. In an aHemative embodiment stochastk: (statistical) technkjues may be enpbyed in m^g the 
10 determination of tikety product condition. Deterministic and stochastic technkfues may also be combined in making the 
determinatkxi. 

At a step 810. the returns processor makes an initial detennination of how to proceed with the dispositkxi of the 
product based at least upon the likely product condition. In the preferred embodiment, this initial determinatksn is made based 
upon a set of dispositk)h rules supplied by the retailer, such as the disposrtkHi rules discussed in the process 700. In one 
15 embodiment the same set of dispositk)n rules may be used for both the initial detennination as for a final detenminatbn 
(discussed in the process 700 and in steps 820 and 824 bebw). Aitemativety, different sets of rules can be used for the initial 
and final detenminatknis. In the case of the initial detenninatbn. additional mtes may be added to handle cases where the 
product condition is 'unknown.' For example, products with unknown conditions may be scheduled for further tnspectkxi by 
the returns processor. 

20 In an alternative embodiment at the step 810. the retailer 100 makes the initial determination of how to proceed with 

tt)e disposition of the product based upon infomiation supplied by the retums processor. The retailer then provides initial 
disposition instructions to the retums processor for the product being returned. The steps 742. 744. and 746 of the method 
740. whk:h illustrate this technique as applied to a final determination, may similarly be applied to make the initial 
determination of the step 810. 

25 The initial determination of how to proceed with the disposition of a product may also take into account additional 

factors. Many of the factors kientifled as applk:able to the determination of likely product condition in the step 808, such as a 
return accuracy score, may alternatively or additionally be incorporated into this determination. In one embodiment the 
determination of the likely product condition (step 808) and the determination of how to proceed with the disposition of the 
product (step 810) may be combined and perfonned together. In this case, the detennination of the likely product condition 

30 may be eliminated as an unnecessary intemiediate step. 

At a step 812. the retums pnx:es5or selects a location to which to have the customer 1 10 ship the product based . 
~==o pofi4 1 ieinitial-d et er <ni natio n -ef^iew4oi? ro ce^ 

auction, the retums processing center 400 is preferably selected as the location to which to have the customer send the 
product If it is determined that the product is to be restocked, the retailer 100 is selected as the bcation to whkii to have the 

35 customer send the product If it is determined tfiat the product requires further inspection, the retums processing center 400 is 
preferably selected so that the Inspection can be performed. In one embodiment, if it is determined tiiat tiie product is to be 
trashed without first being inspected, thb retums processor may instruct the customer to discard or keep the product to save 
the cost of shipping a product that will be discarded in any case. 

At a step 814, the retums processor instructs the customer to ship the product to the selected location. The possible 

40 disposition locations preferably include the returns processing center 400, the retailer 100. the manufacturer 120, the vendor 
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122. and the liquidator 130; the steps ^02, 804, 806; and 814 are preferably perfomi^ ttirough the web ^ 512 operated by 
the returns web server 510. These steps may, however, be performed through the customer service representative 502. 

At a step 816, the returns processor receWes notice that the product has been received at the selected location by 
an entity operating the seieded location (the recdving entity). Ai a step 818. the recewing entity inspects the returned product 
5 to determbe the product coridition (the observed produdcondi^ 

At a step 820. if the product b at the carect location for final disposition, control passes to a step 822. The 
determination of whether the product is at the correct location for final disposition is preferably left up to the receiving entity. 
For example, if the retailer 100 receives the product, the retailer determines whether the product Is fit for restocking as new. If 
the manufacturer 120 receives the product, the manufacturer preferatrfy verifies that the product fe defective. The receiving 
10 entity makes this determination pref^Wy in accordance with its policies and the observed condition of the jwoducL 
Alternative, this detennination may be based upon niles suppfied by tiie retailer or may be made by the retafler based upon 
the observed product condition supplied by fte entity that received ttie product Alternatively, ttie receiving entity can prowie 
the observed product condition to the returns processor and the returns processor can make the detemiination. 

At the step 822. the disposition of the product is perforn»ed. For example, the reta«er 100 may restock the product 
15 as new, the liquidator 130 may sefl the product in a secondary market, the manufacturer 120 may repair or refurbish the 
product, or the vendor 122 may return the product to the manufacturer. If the product is received at the returns processing 
center 400. the product is preferably auctioned, repaired, or sent to trash. In this case, the process 800 preferably termk^ates 
atttiestep822. 

At the step 820. if ttie product is not at the correct kxation for final disposition, control passes to a step 823. At the 
20 step 823. the receiving entity sends and the returns processor receives the observed product conditiofi for the product 

received by the receiving eritity. The observed product condition is preferably a description of the condition of the product 

based upon tiie inspectiori of step 818. 

At a step 824. it is determined how to finally perform the disposition of ttie product In the preferred embodiment the 

returns processor 300 makes this final detennination based upon a set of disposition rules supplied by the retailer, such as the 
25 disposition niles discussed in the process 700. Tbis determination is preferably similar or identical to the initial determination 

of the step 810 but instead based upon the observed product condition obtained frorh the entity ttiat received the product 

Once the returns processor rhalces the final determination, it instructs ttie receiving entity to send the product to tifie location of 

final dispositk>n. In some cases, the receiving entity may be the returns processor itself, in which case the step 823 may be 

skipped. 

30 m an alternative embodiment, the receiving entity provides the observed product condition to the retailer 100 at ttie 

step 823. and the retailer makes the determination of how to finaUy perfonn ttie dispositi on of the product. Alternatively, ttie 

I^I^I^e^ivir^tity^ 



At a step 826. the returns processor (or the retailer) instructs ttie receiving entity to send ttie product to ttie ccfrect 
location for final disposition. At a step 828. ttie product is received at ttie final disposition kxation. At a step 830, ttie 
35 disposition of ttie product is finally performed. 

In an altemative embodiment of ttie mettiod 800. ttie retailer 100 performs ttie steps 802 to 814. In ttiis case, ttie 
retailer 100 handles most or all of ttie interaction with ttie customer and makes most or all of tiie deterrninations. The 
configuration Illustrated in Figure 5B is particularly applicable in ttils case. 

Figure 8B illustrates an alternative mettiod 850 for determining a destination or disposition location ttiat is applicable 
40 to purchases being relumed to traditional bricks and mortar retailers. In the case of bricks and mortar retailers, customers will 
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generaHy return a product by bringing the The rehims processor 300 and the retailer 

100 preferably perform the steps of the method 850 in order to automate and facilitate the determination of how to proceed 
with the dispo^tion of a returned product 

At a st^ 852, the retafler 100 receives a returned product from a customer. 110. The customer will typicafly return 
5 the product at a returns or customer service counter at the retailer's place of business. At a step 854, in conjuncGon with 
receiving the product, the retailer preferably obtains customer veriteation infonnation from the customer. The verification 
information may include infonnation from the purchase receipt and identification information (e.g. name, address, phone 
number, driver's Gcense number). At a step 856, the retailer preferably collects initial product condition infonnation. The initial 
product condition information preferably describes the condition of the product (e.g. new and unopened, opened and used, 
10 defective, abused, etc.) as initially observed by the retailer. The retailer may collect the Initial product condition infbrmatipn, for 
example, by inspecting the product testing the product, and/or querying the customer about the product for provided product 
conditiori information. 

At a step 858, the retailer sends and the returns proceissor receives an identification of the product, the initial product 
condition information, and the customer verification Infonnatioh. The retailer may distinguish between thei product condition 

15 infonnation provided by the consumer and product condition information obtained through inspection and/or testing. The 
retailer may also send additional information, such as the identity of the empk) 

At a step 860, the returns processor detennines the likely condition of the product The determination is preferably 
based upon the information collected from the customer (e.g. identification information, and alleged product condition) and/or 
the information supplied by the retailer (e.g. initial product condition information, identification of product, and identity of 

20 employee handling the retum). Many or all of the factors that are taken into account in the det^ination of the conditfon of 
the product in the step 808 of the method 800 may also be incorporated into the step 860. In one embodiment the returns 
processor also maintains an accuracy scores for tfie information supplied by the retailer or the even the employee of the 
retailer that entered the infonnation or inspected the product This retailer or empfoyee accuracy score may be calculated in a 
manner similar to the customer's retum accuracy score described above. 

25 At a step 862. the returns processor makes an initial detennination of how to proceed with the disposition of the 

product based at least upon the likely product condition. The determination is preferably simitar to the determination 810 of the 
method 800, but may also take into account additional infonnation. The additional information may be [nformation supplied by 
the retailer, such as the results of die inspection of the product Information collected by the retailer, such as the customer's 
driver's license number, may also be used to identify the customer and update any information about the customer in the 

30 customer infonnation database 522. In one embodiment the likely condition of the product is taken to be the condition of the 
product as observed and communicated by the retailer. In this case, ttie step 860 of determining the likely product condition 

=^may^^kippe d. — ~— 

At a step 864. the returns processor selects a location to which to have the retailer 100 ship the product based upon 
the initial determination of how to proceed with the disposition of the product. At a step 866. the returns processor instructs the 

35 retailer to ship the product to the selected location. The possible disposition tocations preferably include the retums 
processing center 400, the manufacturer 120, the vendor 122, and the liquidator 130. In the step 862. the retums processor 
may have initially detennined that the product is to be restocked as new. In this case, the step 866 can be skipped and the 
product remains with the retailer. The steps 858 and 866 are preferably perfonhed through the web site 512 operated by the 
retums web server 510. Alternatively, these steps may be performed through a retailer's. dedicated computer system that is 
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connected to the returns processing server 520. From the step 866. the method 850 preferably continues at the step BIS of 
the method 800. 

The method 850 advantageously automates the process of deciding how to proceed with the disposition of a 
product The automation of this decision may allow the emptayee of a retailer 100 to more quickly and efficieritly perform his 
duties. AdditJonafly. the store employee typically does not have the infomiation that is potentially availat)le to the returns 
processor in order to make an infbnned decision regarding how to proceed with the disposition of a product This infonnation 
may include the potential value of the product at auction. Automating the decision also allows for inaeased uniformity \n how 
returns are processed. The proper addresses to whrch to send returned products are preferably aulomaticaliy provided by the 
returns processor, redudng overhead time for the emptoyee of the retailer. 

D. Detenmination of a Return Accuracy Score 

Figure 9 illustrates a prefened n>ethod 900 for aeating a retum history and for detennining a return accuracy score 
for a customeir 110. The histo^ preferably includes an identifkatkm of each retum performed by the customer as well as 
provided and observed product condition information for the returns. The retum accuracy score preferably represents the 
likely accuracy of product condition information provided by the customer. In the prefened embodiment of the method 800, the 
metiiod 900 for calculating a return accuracy score is preferably first perfomted at least once fo calculate a retunri accuracy 
score that is used in the step 808 or 810 of the method 800. The method 900 is preferably perfonned by the returns processor 
300 through the retums processing system 500. 

At a step 902. the retums processor receives product condition infomiation from the customer 110 for a product to 
be returned. The step 902 may be similar or Wentical to ttie step 806 of the method 800. The product condition is preferably 
requested in tenns of a categorization. Some categories of possible product conditions may be: brand new and still packaged; 
new. but box opened: defective; noticeably used; damaged; and unknown condition. At a step 904, the retums processor 
associates the obtained product condition infonnation witti the customer. The retums processing server 520 preferably 
creates tiiis associatipn by aeating or updating a record for the customer in the customer information database 522. 

At a step 906, the product is received from the customer. The product may be received by any of the disposition 
entities, such as tiie retailer 100, the manufacturer 120, the vendor 122. tt)e IkjukJator 130, or tiie retums processing center 
400, to which the customer may have been instructed to send the product to be retumed. At a step 908, the receiving entity 
inspects ttie condition of ttie received product to generate observed product condition information. Jhe observed product 
condition infomiation is preferably specified in tenms of tiie same categorization used by the customer to describe the product 
condition. In the case that the retums processor does not perfonn tiie inspection, the receiving entity preferably forwards tiie 
observed product condition information to the retoms processor. 

At a step 910. the retums processor assodaies the observed product condition information wltti ttie customer. In tiie 
case4hat-ttie-produ€t=was-feGeived=amMnspeeted=at-lhe^etums^^ 

information is directiy available to the retums processor. Alternatively, if one of the other disposition entities received and 
inspected ttie product, ttiat otiier receiving entity preferably fonwards the observed product condition infonnation to the retums 
processor. Once ttie observed product condition information is available, ttie retums processor preferably stores tiie 
information by updating ttie customer's record in tiie customer information database 522. 

At a step 912, ttie retums processor calculates a return accuracy score for the customer 110. The score is 
preferably calculated based upon information in ttie customer's record in ttie customer information database 522. In ttie 
preferred embodiment, ttie return accuracy score for a customer is the percentage of previous returns for which ttie provided 
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product condition mfomnation matches the dtjserved product condifipn information. Once ttie return acdiracy score Is 

calculated, the method 900 may continue at the step 802 of the method 800. 

Scores that represent additional characteristics of a customer may also or altemalively te calculated. For example, 

a return frequency score may represerit ttie likelihood that a customer will return a purchased product This score may be fte 
5 historical percentage of products purchased by a customer that the customer eventually returns. The return frequency score 

may be used by retailers to identify customers to whom to make special offers in anticipation that purchasai products likely win 

not be returned. The return frequency score may also or alternatively be used to make a determination of where to have a 

customer send a product to be returned. As anottier example, a consistency score may represent the Idgfcal consistency of 

information provkJed by a customer in conjunction witti returns. The consistency score may be used b determine whether to 
10 authorize a return or to determine the likely condition of a product to be returned. As another example, a general score may 

be a weighted combination of one or more of the above scores. Other scores may also be calculated depending upon the 

requirements of the retailer 100 and/or ttie returns processor. 

The steps 902 to 910 are preferably repeated in conjunction with each return performed by the customer. 

Acconjingly, a history of information about the customer is accumulated in the customer infbnnation database 522. As more 
15 infonnation about the customer's retum history becomes available, there is more infomiation upon virtiich to base the return 

accuracy score. The calculation of a score in the step 912 may be performed subsequent to each return or prior to each retum 

after the first 

In one alternative embodinient the retsdler 100 may obtain a customer's retum history from the returns processing 
system 500 and calculate a score. In another alternative embodiment, the retailer ICO may tog returns-related customer 
20 infomiation In its own database. In this embbdinjenl the retailer 100 may perfomi some or afl of the method 9^^ 
E. Dynamic Auctioning of Returned Products 

Figure 10A illustrates a prefeaed method 1000 by v\rfiich the returns processor 300 dynamically performs the 
disposition of returned products through auction. The method 1000 allows a product to be listed for sale before the product 
has even been received by the returns processing center 400. The returns processor preferably performs the method 1000 
25 through the retums processing system 500. The method 1 000 may. in the altemative. be perfonned by the retailer 100. In the 
preferred embodiment, tiie retums processor performs the method 1 000 in conjunction with the method 800: 

At a step 1002, the retums processor 300 receives a request from a customer 110 to return a purchased product At 
a step 1004. tiie retums processor collects product condition information from the customer. The step 1004 is preferably 
embodied as the steps 804 and 806 of the method 800 in which the system 500 requests and receives product condition 
30 information. The product condition infomiation is preferably in the fomi of a categorized description of the condition of the 
product. • : 



-At-a-step-1996rthe-retums=processof=^tefmfnes^hat=ti^e=disp^^ 



auction. The step 1006 is preferably perfonned in tiie process of perfomiing the step 810 of ttie method 800. At the step 810. 

the retums processor perfonns an initial detennination of how to proceed with the disposition of the product based upon the 
35 likely product condition. The step 1006 is perfonned in the process of an initial detennination ttiat the disposition of the 

product is to be perfonned at auction. 

At a step 1008. the returns processor creates a product description by which the product will be listed at auction. 

The product description preferably incorporates mariteting and promotional information used in connection with the original 

sale of the product. The product desaiption may be in the form of a web page with images and hypertext' links. The product 
40 description preferably also incorporates some or all of the product condition infomnation provided by the customer at the slep 
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1004. Incorporating such a descripton mayrhowever, allow a customer to identify the exact priciduct fhat he is returning in a 
resulting auction and the customer may then bid for the same product, possibly at a lower price. Accordingly, it may be 
disadvantageous to alkw a customer supplied text desoiption of 

At a step 1010. the returns processor Hsts the product on an on-line auction, preferably in conjunction with the 
5 product description. In the prefen^d embodiment, the on*line audioh is conducted by the returns processor itself throug|h the 
auction web server 580. In an alternative embodiment another entity my run the auction and operate the auction web server 
580. In still another embodiment the product may be listed on multiple on-fine auctions in accordance with a method 1050 
described below and illustrated in Figure 10B. 

At a step 1012, the retums processor Instructs the custon)er to send the product to the returns processing center 
10 400. The step 1012 may be perfornried after (N- before the steps 1008 an^ 

At a step 1014. the auction closes. In the preferred embodiment, the auction is preferat^ set to ck)se just befo^ 
at the expected arrival time of the product at the retums processing center 400. By having the auction dose at this time, 
storage at the processing center 400 can be avoided and the product can be inspected and shipped (firecdy to the winning 
bidder. The auction may. however, be set to dose after the product is received at the retums processing center 400. If the 
15 condition of the pnodud is unknown, the listing of the produd at auction in step 1010 may be d^ayed until after the product 
has been received at the retums processing center 400. In this case the produd can be inspected before it is listed at auction. 

At a step 1016. the produd is received from the customer at the retums processing center 4(X). At a step 1018. ttte 
produd is inspeded eittier visually or using an X-ray machine to avoid unpackaging the product Inspection with an X-ray 
machine may be used primanly to ensure ttiat ttie original customer has indeed returned the produd rattier than just an empty 
20 box. Visual inspection is preferably used, if necessary, to confirm that ttie condition of the produd as listed on the auction 
description conforms to the actual produd condition. 

At a step 1020. if the produd is in satisfactory condition or is indeed induded in the package received from ttie 
original customer, control passes to a step 102Z At ttie step 1022, ttie retums processor ships ttie produd to the winning 
bxkier of ttie auction. 

25 At ttie step 1020. if ttie pnodud is not in satisfactory condition or if ttie original customer never retums ttie product 

control passes to a step 1024. At ttie step 1024. ttie retums processor infonns ttie winning bidder either of ttie inconsistency in 
ttie produd condition or of ttie fad ttiat ttie produd was never received from ttie original customer. The tenms of ttie auction 
preferably specity how ttiis condition is handled. For example, rf the product description is not accurate, ttie auction conbad 
for sale may be cancelled at ttie option of ttie winning bidder. If ttie produd is never returned by the original customer, ttie 

30 auction obntrad may be cancelled at ttie option of ttie retums processor. 

In an attemative embodiment of ttie mettiod 1000, ttie retailer is a ttaditionat bricks and mortar retailer and ttie 
custgngrgtunythfp?^ tiie!Mims4)mcessoJLPJgferaB^^ 
in corijunction witti ttie mettiod 850. In ttie steps 1002. 1004, 1008, 1012, and 1016. ttie interactions witti ttie customer are 
replaced by interactions witti ttie retailer. In ttiis embodiment ttie retailer has ttie opportunity to inspect ttie produd before 

35 making a dedsion to auction the product Accordingly, ttie step 1016 is preferably performed in conjunction vwtti ttie step 
1004. ttie step 1018 is performed after the step 1004, and ttie steps 1020 and 1024 may be skipped. 

Figure 10B illustrates a method 1G50 for listing a single produd for sale ttirough multiple auctioris. The mettiod 1050 
is preferably used in one embodiment of ttie invention to implement the steps 1010 and 1014 of ttie mettiod 1000, 

At a step 1052, the product is listed, preferably simultaneously, on multiple wethbased or on-line auction sites. One 

40 or more of ttie auctions may be operated by the returns processor 300. For example, ttie product may be listed in a first 
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auctibh. The produd is th^ lis^ 
listing on the first auction. 

At a step 1054, the bid price and/or the bid acthnty is monitored at each of the auction sites. Onfine auction sites 
typically provide the current bid price for a product throughout an auction. Some online auction sites may also list data on the 
5 number of bids that have been placed for a product This information can be automatically gathered by the retums processing 
system 500. At a step 1056, before any of the auctions has dosed, the product is defisted from all but one of the auctions. 
Delisting a product invoh^ removing a product from an auction and canceling the auction before Its dose. At a step 1058, (tie 
remaining auction is albwed to dose and ttie product is sold to the mining auction bickler of that auction. 

In the preferred embodiment of the method 1050, the produd is delisted from all but the auction having the highest 

10 bidding price. Alternatively, the produd may be delisted from all but the auction with the most acti>rity or bids f^aoed. The 
produd may be delisted from one auction at a time, or defisted from multiple auctions at once. For example, a produd may be 
simultaneously listed on four auctions each doang four days later. At the end of the third day, the produd may be delisted 
from the three auctions witti tfie bwest bid prices. The auction with the highest bid after three days is allowed to dose and the 
auction produd is sob to the winning bidder of that auction. 

15 F. Interactive Produd Return Arrangenrjent 

F^ure 11 illustrates a preferred method 1100 for interactively arranging the return of a produd by a customer 110. 
The retums processor 300 preferably periorms the method 1100 through the retums processing system 500. The mettiod 
1000 may. in the alternative, be performed by tfie retailer 100. The retums prcx:essor preferably performs tiie method 1 100 as 
one embodiment of the step 814 of the method 800. 

20 At a step 1 102. the retums processor presents the customer 110 the option of having the system handle the shipping 

an-angements and payment for the shipping. At a step 1 104. If tiie customer chooses to dedine the option, control passes to a 
step 1106. At the step 1106, the returns processor provides the custonrer with packing instructions and/or locations of the 
dosest padcaging and shipping locations. If, at the step 1104. the customer chooses to take the option presented in the step 
1 102. control passes to a step 1 107. 

25 At the step 1 107. the retums processor preferably determines the bast cost shipping options for shipping the return. 

The least cost shipping option or options can be determined by calculating the shipping fees of several shipper^ and selecting 
the bwest fees and shippers. The bast cost shipping option may tt)en be chosen by the system or presented to the customer. 

At the step 1 108. the retums processor asks the customer if the customer wants to have the package picked up by a 
shipper. If so, conb'o! passes to a step 1110. At the step 1110. the retums processor arranges a pick up time, preferably by 

30 giving the customer a sebction of available pbk up times of a seleded shipper. At the step 1112, the retums processor 
provides packing instructions and pn3vide5 a shipping label preferably as an image on a web page. The customer is then 

=====preferablyHftSfa ^ct e d-tQ-p rini=eut=#^e=shippin§H^^ 

optionally charges the customer or the retailer 1 00 for the shipping charges. 

At tiie step 11 08, if the customer does not want to have the package picked up by a shipper, control passes to a step 

35 111 6. At ttie step 1 1 16, the retums processor provides the locations of the dosest packaging and shipping services. At a step 
1118. the retums processor preferably provbes a prepaid shipping label as an image on a web page. The customer is 
preferably instruded to print out the shipping bbel and to provide it to the shipping service with the package. Alternatively, at 
the step 11 18, the returns processor may provide a shipping coupon, again on a web page to be printed out, that the customer 
can provide to a packaging or shipping service. The shipping service can take the coupon in exchange for the shipping of the 

40 product and later redeem the coupon for payment by the system. At 1120. the retums processor optionally provides packing 
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instructions If the ojstomer chooses to pack the producL At a step 1122. the returns processor optionally charges the 
customer or the retailer for the shipping charges. 
V. CCW^CLUSIQN 

in the preferred emtxxJiment. the various methods disclosed in section IV are performed, preferal)Iy as parts of a 
single method by returns processor 300 to implement the product retum paths disclosed in section II. The returns processor 
preferably perfonns many of the steps of the methods automatically through the returns processing system 500 and its code 
modules 524, web pages 512, database 522, and servers 510, 520 as disdosed in section III. In the alternative, the some or 
all of tie methods may be perfonned by the retailer 100. It wll be apparent to one skilled in the art that various combinattons 
of the disdosed niethods Riay be conribined to achieve desired resutte^ 

Whae certain exemplar preferred embodiments have been desmbed and shown in the accompanying drawings* it 
is to be understood that such embodiments are merely illustrative of and not restridive on the broad inv^fion. Further, it is to 
be understood that ttiis invention is not limited to the specific construction and arrangenDents shown and desoibed since 
various modifications or changes may occur to those of ordinary skill in the art without departing from the spirit and scope of 
the invention as claimed, it is intended that the scope of the invention be limited not by ftis detailed description but by the 
daims appended hereto. In the daims. the retum of a produd shall be defined as the excharige for a credit, by a customer, of 
a produd purchased from a retailer. A credit shall be defined as a partial or total refund, a replacement product, a retailer 
store credit, or equivalents thereof, In the method daims, reference diaraders are used for convenience of description only, 
and do not indicate a particular order for perfomiing the method. 
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS : 

1. A returns processing system comprising: 
a returns processing center; and 

a returns processing server configured to make determinations of how to proceed with the disposition of 
5 returns based at least upon retailer-supplied disposition rules. 

2. The returns jprocessing system of Clam 1 , wherein the returns processing server is configured to receive 
product condition information from an entity receiving a product 

3. The returns processing system of Claim 1, further comprising a customer infonnation datal)ase. 

4 The returns processing system of Claim 1 , wherein the returns processing center is configured to receive 
10 products originally purchased from a plurality of different retailers. . 

5. The returns processing system of Claim 1 , further compriang a returns web server. 

6. The returns procesang system of Qaim 6. wherein the returns web server is configured to recewe 
requests from customers of a plurality of retailers to return products to the retailers from which the products were purchased. 

7. The returns processing system of Claim 1 . further comprising an auction web server. 

15 8, The returns processing system of Claim 7, wherein the auction web server is configured to list returned 

products for sale on Web-based auctions. 
9. A method comprising: 

receiving a request from a customer of a retailer to rotum a product purchased from the retailer; 
instructing ttie customer to ship the product to a third party: 
20 receiving notice from the third party of the receipt of the product and 

notifying the retailer of the receipt of the product 
10: The mettiod of Claim 9, further comprising entering an agreement with the retailer to handle the return of 
products purchased from the retailer. . 

11. The method of Claim 9. wherein the third party is a liquidator. 
25 1 2. The method of Clam 9, wherein the third party is the manufacturer of tiie product 

13/ The method of Claim 9. wherein the third party is the vendor of the product. 
14. A method comprising: . . 

selling a product to a customer; 
shipping the product to the customer; 
30 receiving a request from a customer to return the product; 

instructing ttie customer to ship the product to a third party; . 



recei\nnp)otice trom theThli^'pfl^ ; " 

crediting the customer for the retom of the product. 

15. The method of Claim 14, further comprising receiving credit from the third party in exchange for the 

35 product 

1 6. The method of Claim 1 4. wherein the third party is the manufacturer of the product. 

17. The method of Claim 14. wherein the third party is a liquidator. 

18. The method of Claim 14. wherein the tiiird party is a returns processing center. 

19. The method of Claim 1 4, wherein the third party is the vendor of the product 
40 20. A method for handling product rehjms, the method comprising: 
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(A) receiving a plurality of producte/wherein each of 
who purchased the product from a respective retailer; 

(B) identifying at least one of the products as cap^le of being restocked ias nev^^ 

(C) sending the pnxlucts identified in (B) to the respective retailers from vifhich the products were 
purchased. 

21. The method of Claim 20, further comprising: 

(D) kJentrfying at least one of the products as suitable for sale at auction; a 

(E) selling the products identified in (D) at auction. 

22. The nrielhod of Qfflm 20, further comprising: 

(F) identifying at least one of the products as defective; and 

(G) sending the products identified in (F) to the respective manufacturers of the products. 

23. The method of Claim 20. further comprising: 

(H) identifying at least one of the products as defective; and 

(I) sefKJing the products identified in (H) to the respecthffi vendors of the 

24. The method of Qaim 20, further comprising sharing proceeds resulting fiom the dispositi^ 
with the respective retailers from which the products were originally purchased. 

25. A method comprising: 

entering an agreement vwth a retailer to handle the return of products purchased from the retaler by 
customers of the retaBer; 

receiving from a custon^er of the retailer a product purchased from the retailer; and 
selling the product at auction. 

26. The method of Claim 25, further comprising notifying the retailer of the receipt of me product 

27. The method of Qaim 25. further comprising sharing the proceeds of the auction sale with the retailer. 

28. A method comprising: 

receiving disposition rules from a retffller. 

receiving, from a customer of the retailer, a product purchased by the customer from the retailer, 
inspecting the product; and 

proceeding with the disposition of the product according to the rules. 

29. The method of Claim 28, further comprising entering an agreement with the retailer to handle the retum of 
products purchased from the retailer by customers of the retailer. 

30. The method of Claim 28. further comprising notifying the retailer of the disposition of the ^ 

— 3i:-— -Tt^ennethod-of-Claim"287lurther--comprisi^ 

with the retailer, 

32. The method of Claim 28, wherein the disposition mies associate product conditions with disposition 

actions. 

33. The method of Claim 28, wherein proceeding with the disposifen of the product comprises: 
determining that the product is capable of being restocked as new; and 

sending the product to the retailer. 

34. A method comprising: 

receiving, from a customer of a retailer, a product purchased by the customer from the retailer; 
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• Inspecting the product : . 

communicaSng the condition of the produd to the retail^^ 
receiving instmctions from the retailer for pfooe^ 
proceeding virith the (fispositiOT of the product ^ 
5 35. The method of Claim 34, further comprising notifying the retailer of the disposition of the received product 

36. The method of Claim 34, further comprising purchasing title to the received pro^^ 

37. The method of Claim 34. further comprising sharing proceeds resulting from the disposition of the product 
with the retailer. 

38. A method comprising: 

receivirtg a request from a customer of a retailer to return a product purchased from t^^ 
requesting that the customer provide the condition of the product; 
receiving the condition of the product provided by the customer, 

selecting a location to which to have the customer ship the product based at least upon a Gkely condition of 
the product and 

^5 instructing the customer to send the product to the selected location. 

39. The method of Qaim 38, wherein the Bkdy condition of the product is the provided co^^^ 

40. The method of Claim 38. further comprising determining the likely condition of the product 

41 . The method of Claim 40, wherein the likely condition of the product is detennined based upon at least the 
provided condition of the product 

20 42. The method of Claim 38, wherein the tocaiion is.selected further based at least upon infonnatwn gathered 

through inspection of products previously returned by the custortter. 

43. The method of Qaim 42. wherein the kxation is selected further based at least upon product conditions 
provided by the customer in connectipn with previously returned products. 

44. The method of Oaim 38. wherein the k)catk)n is selected further based upon at least a score 
25 representative of the likely accuracy of the product condition provided by the customer. 

45. The method of Claim 38. wherein the kxatbn is selected further based upon a return frequency score. 

46. The method of Claim 38, further comprising: 
receiving the product at the selected k)cation; and 
inspecting the received product 

30 47. The method of Claim 46, further compriang: 

determining, based at least upon the Inspection, that the product is at a proper locatran for disposition; and 



j^j^edinq wiffi the disposrton me producL 



48. Themethodof Claim 38, further comprising: 

determining, based at least upon the inspection, that the product is not at a proper tocation for disposition: 

35 and 

sending the product to the proper location for disposition. 

49. A method comprising: 

selecting a location to which to have a customer of a retailer return a product purchased from the retailer, 
. wherein the selection is based at least upon a likely condition of the product; 
40 instnjcting the customer to send the product to the selected location; 
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receiving notice thai me product has 

recaving an ol)served product conrfition from the receivi^^^ 

50. The rnetfK)d of Claim 49, further amprtsU^ 

selecting a second location to which to have (he receiving entity send the product based at least upon the 
5 observed product condition; and 

tristructing the receiving entity to send the product to the second locatim^ 

51. The method of Claim 50, further comprising: 
receiving the product at the second location; and 
inspecting the recewed product 

10 5Z The method of Qaim 51, further comprising: 

detennining, based at least upon the inspection, that the product is at a proper location Ibr disposifion; and 
proceeding with the disposition of the product 

53. The method ofCiaim 51, further comprising: 

detennining, based at least upon the inspection, that the product Is not at a proper location for disposition; 

15 and 

sending the product to the proper location for disposition. 

54. A method comprising: 

receiving, from a retailer, an indication of the condition of a product being returned by a customer, 
selecting a location to which to have the retailer ship the product based at least upon a likely condition of 
20 the product and 

instructing the retailer to send the product to the selected location. 

55. The method of Qaim 54, wherein Ihe likely condition of the product is based upon at least the indication of 
the condition of the product 

56. The method of Claim 54. further comprising: 

25 receiving the product at the selected location: and 

inspecting the received product 

57. The method of Claim 56, further comprising: _ 

detennining, based at least upon the inspection, that the product is at a proper location for disposition; and 
proceeding with the disposition of the product 
30 58. The method of Claim 56, further comprising: 

detennining, based at least upon the inspection, that the product is not at a proper location for disposition; 



sending the product to the proper location for disposition. 

59. The method of Claim 54, wherein the indication comprises product condition information provided by the 

35 customer. 

60. The method of Claim 54, wherein the indication comprises product condition infonriation observed by the 

retailer. 

61. A method comprising; 

selecting a location to which to have a retailer send a product returned by a customer of the retailer. 
40 wherein the selection is based at least upon a likely condition of the product: 
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instructing the retailef to send the product to the sd^ 

receiving notice that the product has been received at the selected location by a recehring eiitity; 
recaving an observed produd condition from the receiving entity; 

selecting a second location to which to have the receh/ing entity send the product based at least upon the 
observed product concfition; and 

instructing the receiving entity to send the product to the second location. 
6Z The method of Claim 61. further comprising: 

recehnng the product at the second location; and 

inspecting the received product 

63. The method of Claim 62. further comprising: 

detemvning, based at least upon the inspectbn, that the product is at a proper location tor disposition; and 
proceeding with the disposition of the product. 

64. The method of Claim 62. further comprising; 

detemiining. based at least upon the inspection, tiiat the product is not at a proper location tor disposition: 

and 

sending the product to the proper location for disposition. 

65. A method comprising: 

associating with a customer, product condition infomiation provided by the customer for a first product 
purchased from a retailer 

associating with the customer, observed product condition informiation for the first product based upon the 
observed condition of ttie first product as observed after the customer has returned the first product; 
receiving product condition information provided by the customer tor a second product and 
determining the likely condition of the second product based at least upon ttie product condition 
information provided by the customer for the first product, the observed product condition information for the first 
product* and tiie product condition information provided by the customer for the second product 

66. The method of Claim 65, further comprising: 
receiving the first product from ttie customer; and 
inspecting the first product 

67. The method of Claim 65, further comprising: 

selecting a location to which to have the customer ship the second product based at least upon the likely 
condition of the second product; and 

-instructing J^exustomerJ0Lsend4he.secQnd.ppQduGt4o4he^sete^ ~ 

68. A method of determining the accuracy of information provided by a customer; the mettiod comprising: 

(A) receiving product condition infonmation provided by a customer for a first product to be returned; 

(B) subsequent to (A), receiving the first product from the customer 

(C) subsequent to (B), obtaining observed product condition information for ttie first product by at least 
inspecting ttie first product; and 

(D) calculating a score based at least upon the provided product condition information and ttie observed 
product condition information. 

69. The method of Claim 68. further comprising: 
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using the score as an indication of the accuracy of informal 

70. . The method of Glaim 68. further comprising: 

receiving product condition information pn)\nded by the customer fo^ 

determining the likely condilion of the second produd based at least upon the iscore and the product 
5 condition information provided by the customer for the second product 

71 . A method of determining the accuracy of infbrmation provided by a customer, the method comprising: 

(A) receiving product condition infbrmation provided by a customer for a first product fo be retumed; 

(B) subsequent to (A), obtaining observed product condition Information based at least upon an inspection 
of the first product by a party other than the customer; and 

10 (C) calculating a scone based at least upon ttte received prcKluct condition Information aruJ the observed 

product condition information. 
7Z The method ofClaim 71, further comprisir^: 

using ttte score as an indication of the accuracy of Information provided by tiie customer. 

73. The method of Claim 71, lurthercompriang; 

15 receiving product condition information provided by the customer for a second product to be returned; and 

determining ttie likely condition of the second product based at least upon tt)e score and ttie product 
condition information provided by the customer for the second product 

74. A returns processing center comprising: 

a receiving station for receiving retumed products; 
20 a visual Inspection station configured for human visual examination of retumed products; and 

an inspection devk:e configured to generate images of retumed products while tiie returr^ p^ 
contaned wittiin packaging. 

75. The returns processing center of Claim 74, wherein the inspection device is an X-ray machine. 

76. The returns processing center of Claim 74. furttier comprising a shipping dock. 
25 77. The returns processing center of Claim 76. further comprising a storage f^ity. 

76. Theretums processing center of Claim 77. further comprising a packaging station. 
79. A method for handling the return of a product purchased from a retailer by a customer, the metiiod 
comprising: 

(A) determining that tiie product will be received from tiie customer; 
30 (B) listing tiie product for sale in a weib-based auction; 

(C) subsequent to (A), receiving tfie product from tiie customer; 



4D)^ubsequentUt^|C)fjnspectin9Jte -product;-a nd= 



(E) subsequent to (D), shipping the product to tiie winning bidder of the web-based auction. 

80. The nietiiod of Claim 79, wherein (A) ccKnprises instructing the customer to ship tiie product. 

35 81. The method of Claim 79. further comprising receiving a request from the customer to return tiie product 

82. The metiiod of Claim 79. wherein (D) comprises imaging tiie product using an imaging devk:e. 

83. The method of Claim 82, wherein tiie imaging device is capable of imaging an object ttirough packaging 

material. 

84. The method of Claim 82, wherein ttie imaging device is an X-ray imaging device. 
40 85. The mettiod of Claim 82, further comprising storing an image of ttie product. 
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86. The niethod of Qaim 79. wherein (B) is p 

87. The method of Claim 86, further comprising determining whether ihe product as inspected has been 
properly described in the auction Bsting. 

88. The method of Claim 86. further comprising determining whether the product as inspected is in satisfactory 
5 condition to be shipped to the winning auction Iwdder. 

89. The method of Claim 79. further comprising 

(F) phor to (B). detennining that the product is to be disposed of through auction. 

90. The method of Claim 89, whOTin(F) is perfbmied after (D). 

91. A method comprising: 

10 receiving a request from a custorner of a retaBer to return a product purchased fr^ 

requesting that the customer provide the condition of the product; 
receiving me conditk>n of the product provided by the customer; 

creating a description of the pnxJuct based at least upon the condition provided by the customer; and 
listing the product in conjunctkDn with the description, for sate in an on^^ 
15 92. The methodofClaim 91. further comprising: 

receiving the product from the customer 
inspecting the product; and 

shipping the product to the winning bidder of the web-based auction. 

93. The method of Claim 92. wherein inspecting the product comprises imaging the product using an imaging 

20 device. 

94. The method of Claim 93. wherein the imaging device is capable of imaging an object through packaging 

material. 

95. The method of Claim 93, wherein the imaging device is an X-ray imaging device. 

96. The method of Claim 93, further comprising storing an image of the product 

25 97. The method of Claim 92, wherein the product is listed for sale before it is receded from the customer. 

98. The method of Claim 91, further comprising detenmining whether the product as inspected has been 
property described in the auction fisting. . . 

99. The method of Cl^m 91 , further comprising determining whether the product as inspected is in satisfactory 
condition to be shipped to the winning auction bidder. 

30 100. The method of Claim 92, further comprising 

prior to listing the product, determining that the disp osition of the product is to be performed through an 



101. A method comprising: 

listing a single item for sale on a first on-line aucbon; 
35 listing the same item for sale on a second on-line auction before the dose of the first auction; 

monitoring the bids at the first auction and the second auction; and 
delisting the product from one of the auctions before either of the auctions closes. 

102. The method of Claim 101. further comprising receiving a request from a customer of a retailer to return an 
product purchased from the retailer, wherein the product is the item. 

40 1 03. The mettiod of Claim 1 02, further comprising: 
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. . requesting that the customer provW of the prbdud; 

receiving the condition of the product provided by the customer; 

creating a description of the product based at least upon the condition provided by the customer, and 
incorporating the descriptbn into the listing of the item m the first and second auctions. 
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PRIOR ART RETURNS METHOD 
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RETURNS PROCESSING SYSTEM 
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